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English 3300.001 Seminar in English Studies 
Stephen Swords Coleman 3020 217-714-9346 sswords(aieiu.edu 
Office hours-Tuesdays and Thursdays, 11-12:30. 2-3:30 
This course is structured around a set of texts that in various ways interact with each other. Barbara 
Kingsolver's The Poisonwood Bible is a relatively recent novel about an American missionary family 
who move to the Congo in Africa in 1960, just as the country changes from a colony of Belgium to 
self-government. Through an interesting structure and savvy fictional approach, Kingsolver is able to 
explore deeply the history and experience of a wide range of people in a key political moment. Adam 
Hochschild's King Leopold's Ghost is a history of the Congo, setting out the background to the events 
that Kingsolver chronicles in her book. Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness, written in 1899 while the 
Belgian Congo was at its most horrific, covers much the same ground through fiction as Hochschild 
does in his history. Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart and his famous essay challenging Conrad's 
story approaches all this history from an African perspective. What we wiil explore through these texts 
is the way that various genres of writing work in terms of themselves and in relation to other genres 
and perhaps come to some answers for questions like these. What can novelists do that historians can't, 
or the other way around? What does the world look like through African eyes? American eyes? What 
can a book written over one hundred years ago tell us? What can it not tell us? What can one written 
in our own time? In a way, these texts fit together like pieces of a puzzle, and it will be up to us to 
figure out what picture they reveal. 
Throughout the semester, you'll write a paper about each of these texts and one long paper at the end of 
the term to tie things together. Some of these papers will be ones that you read to the class as a whole, 
and some of them will not be in ways that we can figure out as we go. Other rules and regulations for 
the class are as follows: regular, consistent attendance is required, the reading must be kept up with,m 
and participation in class discussion is expected and rewarded. 
Themes: Identity and Culture, Genre, Form, Poetics, Law and Social Justice, Science and the 
Environment 
